emphasized the peculiar way she had of holding her
head thrown back. Her hair was perfectly smooth and
straight, arranged in little lacquered curls on her fore-
head, brushed back from the temples to reveal narrow,
rather long ears from the distended lobes of which
hung two large, lustreless diamonds.
She was still so close to the life she had only just
left that at every moment something would remind
her of it. She spoke constantly of Laon, of the ladies
she knew there and the friends she had left there,
of her husband's relatives, whom she described in
detail to Michel, mostly country gentlemen living on
their estates, or officers in a garrison town, their
names often preceded by titles on which she would
linger with evident satisfaction. Monsieur Desperiers'
brother, an old sailor and a bachelor, whom Michel
remembered meeting once at his own home, had just
been made a vice-admiral (naval officers at that time
enjoying an independence denied the magistrature),
and whenever his name came up Madame Desperiers
never omitted to give him his full rank. And in her
inconsequent accounts of his pursuits, tastes, and
character Michel glimpsed something of that worldly
and elegant way of living that his mother never tired
of mocking for its absurdity and pettiness: but the
sole hint of disapproval evinced by his cousin was
the remark that that kind of thing came pretty
expensive and that the admiral managed to get
through a good deal of money one way and another.
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